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Quagmire - Chapter  22

Aftershocks

Luke sat in the medbay; swollen, redrimmed eyes glued on Shira’s unconscious form drifting like a wrecked ship behind the thick transparisteel of the bacta tanc. He had spent the last several hours here, still clad in the Imperial maintenance coveralls, waiting in mute agony for Too-onebee’s verdict. 

The loss of limbs was obvious of course; Shira’s left arm had been ripped off at the elbow, her left leg at the thigh and her right foot was injured beyond repair, as was most of the calf. The internal injuries were no less severe. Unless Luke had gone into a trance, projecting all his healing powers on Shira in concert with the shuttle’s advanced life-support system, they’d have lost her many times over on their journey back to the base. Thorben had told him the life support had reported collapse nine times before they reached Home One, but every time the decline curve had stopped miraculously and started rising again. This was no miracle to Luke, who’d spent every inch of his ability to accomplish this and who was weary beyond exhaustion. Still, he refused to leave the medbay. The question wasn’t whether Shira would have a few implants and scars, but whether she would come back to herself at all. For all the medical technology in the galaxy, one thing still remained the crucial point; whether the living being had the fight in it to prevail over the injury it had suffered.

Luke knew that Shira had more guts than most, but would that be enough? And even if she survived, even if the med droids could cobble her together physically, would she ever come back to herself, ever become that dazzling, self-assured woman that he’d been pulled in to love as much as any one setting his eyes on her? 

And it was his fault – his. He had no idea how it had happened, though he’d run the scenario on his head a thousand times by now; he only knew that the responsibility was his and no one else’s. He had thrown that detonator, he had trusted his Force sense when it had warned of an enemy ahead, he had lost contact with that same Force sense so completely only seconds later - and he had chosen to launch anyway, when he should have known that Shira in all likelihood was straight ahead of him. Thorben, who had no Force powers whatsoever, had tried to warn him. But Luke had ignored the warnings, choosing to trust the fraction of a second’s impression...

“Luke.”

A gentle voice broke into his spinning, agonizing mind and made him start. Leia’s soft hand reached out to touch his shoulder and Luke turned his head.

His eyes, rimmed with red, surrounded by sagging bags that threw shadows over his worn-out face, met hers and his heart cried out for her. “Leia!”
The next moment he was in her arms, clutching her strong, slender spine as he pressed his head against the padded chest of her jacket, desperate, hot tears surging up from his depths. Still sitting on the chair he clung onto her like a desperate animal to a deeply rooted tree in the storm, and she stroked his hair, whispering soothing words that meant nothing except acceptance of his pain and need.

After long minutes, Luke loosened his grip, struggling to gain his self-composure. “Sorry, I…”

“Don’t,” Leia murmured softly, her hand taking his, the other one still in his hair, gently fondling it. “I’m sorry too, Luke. So sorry.”

Luke glanced back at the form in the dimly lit tank, looming just behind them. “Yes. Thanks.”

Leia reached out for another chair, pulling it to her and sitting down without letting go of his hand. “What happened?”

“I don’t know, Leia,” he whispeerd. “I have no idea.”

She gazed into his pained face, weary beyond words, and would have given anything to just be able to say, ‘It will be okay.’ Anything.

But it wasn’t going to be okay. Shira certainly wasn’t, and not anything else either it seemed. The ship was boiling with strange rumours. Exactly what they were saying and how they had come up with it, and even who they was, Leia had no idea. 
Luke was shaking his head, slowly, helplessly, like had he forgotten how to stop. “It was a nightmare, Leia,” he mumbled. “Suddenly, just like that, Force was gone, it just disappeared. And then it was back and warned me – and I threw it, that grenade, and this happened.” He glanced towards the bacta tanc. “I don’t know how I got it that wrong? It must have been me somehow, I…” He swallowed hard, desperate in his self-accusation. “I don’t think I can be a Jedi, Leia. You see how this went. I should never have dared to try…”

“Stop that, Luke!” Leia interrupted him. “Stop that! Don’t accuse yourself when you don’t even know what happened. You tried your best. You’ve never done any less!”

He looked at her, his self-reproach so tangible it ripped her heart. “But it wasn’t enough.”

Leia swallowed hard. “Sometimes it isn’t. That happens to us all. And when stakes are high, the loss is higher as well. I know. I live with it every single day. Every moment.” 

She didn’t say the word Alderaan, but Luke blinked, breaking her gaze. His own failure was too heavy on his mind for the truth to be of any help. “I still don’t know how to be a Jedi, Leia.”

“If you don’t, Luke, then who does? You’re the last torch-bearer. Don’t drop it now.”

He closed his eyes at that, even this truth too piercing and heavy a burden to carry right now. Still, he nodded, knew, accepted his load. Leia watched him, heart bleeding, wishing she could carry part of it for him.

“You should get some sleep now, Luke,” she whispered. “This doesn’t help Shira, and you’ll have to give an official report soon.”

“I can make the report from here…”

“No, you can’t. You need to get some rest first. Please, Luke.”

He gave her a bleak smile. “You could order me to bed, Leia.”

She returned the smile warmly. “I prefer to ask nicely.” When he still didn’t move to get up she added.  “First time, at least.”

Luke gave the bacta tank a final glance. “All right. But promise you’ll wake me up if she gets worse.”

“Luke!”

“All right, Leia,” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, then left the medbay.

Leia followed him until the door closed after him with a hiss. He was all but stumbling.

*

Luke felt like he’d just slept for five minutes when the frenzy buzzing of his doorcom rustled him from his sleep. In fact he’d been sleeping for nine hours, but disperced over the past days it still didn’t count for much.

“Ok, I’m coming, I’m coming,” he growled, getting to his feet and fumbling for something to pull on. Then he sensed who was outside and just opened the door.

Han Solo charged in but stopped and took in Luke, clad only in briefs. He sized him down and up, stopping on still-heavy eyelids and puffed face. “Stang, you look terrible!”

“Thanks,” Luke muttered. “That’s how I feel too. What news?”

“You’re still the latest,” Han informed him and sat down on the chair, crossing his feet and bouncing them onto the table in a posture that clearly was intented to look much more relaxed than his sense in the Force declared him to be. Luke hurried to shift some datapad and flimsi so no piles would be knocked down by Han’s boots.

Han followed Luke’s moves as he walked back to the bed, sinking down on it with a moan, flexing tense, aching muscles. “What the hell happened, kid?”


Luke sighed, wearily. “I don’t know, Han, I just don’t know. The one moment the Force told me absolutely that there was an enemy before me, the next, it was gone and it was Shira who was blown to pieces.”

“Gone?” Han looked suspicious. ”What do you mean, gone?”

“I mean the Force was gone. I couldn’t feel a thing. I can’t describe it, it was like suddenly becoming blind I guess…”

“I knew it!” Han brought his fist down on the table with a loud thud. “I knew there was some big ‘but’ with this Force thing! It couldn’t work!”

Luke shook his head. “Han, it has worked all the time since…”

“But suddenly it just stopped, right? There we go! I told you from the start…” Han stopped himself, seeing Luke’s jaw setting into its most stubborn angle, disappointment evident.

“Ok, kid. Sorry. Didn’t mean to say I told you so. But you have to admit that…”

“I admit that I practically killed Shira,” Luke interrupted between gritted teeth. “So obviously I misunderstood what the Force told me. I know I suddenly lost contact with it – and I have no idea why.” He shook his head, discouraged. “But I must assume the fault was mine, nonetheless.”

“Naah, kid. Hey…” Han fidgeted, not knowing what to say. He could tell that Luke was as determined as ever to keep his faith in that hookey stuff and right now wasn’t quite the moment to bring him down. Just the contrary, actually. The kid had accidentally shot down his own girlfriend, for stars’ sake, and might on top of that even be blamed for it; he needed all the encouragement he could get. Still, it would’ve been much easier to comfort him if he’d admit he was wrong believing in that hocus pocus. Shavit, sometimes – too often –Luke was as stubborn as Leia! If Han hadn’t know better he would’ve sworn they were related.

He began to say something but was interrupted by the buzz of Luke’s comlink. “Commander Skywalker? Alliance High Command wants to speak with you in Ready Room 27 in half an hour,” a nasal Mon Calamari voice announced.

“I’ll be there, Officer Thaneespi.” Luke told her. He glanced at Solo. “I’d better get ready. I’ll catch you later, Han.”

Han swallowed a lump. He suddenly had a very bad feeling about this. “Yeah. See you later, Luke.”

* * *

He had thought the nightmare would end when they reached Home One. He’d been wrong.

An hour later, Luke found himself facing a deeply serious High Command, all people and faces he’d known through four years of war and hardships, now closed-off and distant. There was Mon Mothma, solemn and elevated as always; General Riekaan, his trust-infusing face in troubled wrinkles; Madine with hardened lines around his taut mouth and restlessly tapping his fingers on the table; Ackbar, bulbous eyes wobbling tensly; Ral’Rai Muvunc fingering his lekku; Airen Cracken, seagreen stare narrowed to a slit; Menja Palvoja, her Quarren face unreadable; and Vektor Gelsk and Janek Takapaju sporting expressions one hair shy of open antagonism. And there was Leia, his Leia, face pale and jaws set.

Luke braced himself and waited. 

“Commander Skywalker,” Mon Mothma began, her well-modulated, civilized voice smothering all feelings and thoughts that might go on behind that composed face. “As you probably are aware, you are summoned here to give us a report of your mission. You made a report upon arrival, but since there are… issues, we would like you to recapitulate the events.”

Luke nodded. “You want me to begin from the start or from the moment things started to go bad?”

“Please begin from the start, Commander.”

A bit surprised, Luke did as requested. Failed operations did not normally merit the undivided attention of the entire High Command council. He couldn’t quite understand the bad feeling he had about all this, nor the appearent apprehension of the people around him. The loss of half the crew of the mission was an immense failure and tragedy, but not as much to the Alliance as to Luke personally. He’d been around long enough to know from hard-won experience that missions did go wrong in war. Some failed completely, some partly, and the loss of half of the personnel was sadly not unusual – a fact that several of the persons present had pointed out to Luke on earlier occasions when he’d been anguished and self-tormenting after not bringing all his men home. They were at war, and war was dirty business. As much as Luke feared he might have failed, he couldn’t actually see how he had done it this time, at least not to an extent that needed handling on this high a level. And technically, this mission hadn’t even failed – they had accomplished their objective, to steal the shuttle.

When he had finished, Mon Mothma nodded. “Thank you, Commander. I understand that your story matches the report you’ve given earlier. General Cracken?” She glanced at the Supreme Intelligence Commander.

Airen Cracken cleared his throat. “It corresponds impeccably. It also equates to the report given by Captain Hanc Thorben as far as those events they were both present on.”

Luke couldn’t deny that a certain relief welled up in him. If he was under charge somehow, it was good he at least had a coherent story to give. For a moment he had feared that his wrecked nerves might have been playing him a trick by leaving something vital out or by being straight-out misleading.

Cracken continued, “We have a few questions, Commander, as some things still remain a bit unclear. I, for example, am still confused about why you threw the hand grenade into the shuttle, well knowing that Commander Brie had been alone on the ship only ten minutes earlier?”

Luke closed his eyes a few seconds. That was exactly what he’d been asking himself ever since; asking over and over again. And he had no better answer to High Command than what he was telling himself. “A lot can happen in ten minutes, General, we all know it. At the moment I threw the grenade, I didn’t sense Commander Brie, only an unknown hostile mind. I was absolutely convinced that there was an enemy just inside the ship. And I was sure that if I didn’t take this enemy out, Captain Thorben and I would be in imminent danger, probably dead.”

Cracken nodded but Janek Gelsk of Starfighter Command broke in. “You say ‘an enemy’… You called it a ‘hostile mind’ earlier?”

“I see it as the same thing, sir. At least in this case.”

Madine spoke up. “You say you were aboslutely sure there was an enemy ‘at the moment you threw the grenade’. Are you still claming yourself to be sure?”

Luke shook his head. “No, sir. I know now that there was none but Shira, uh, Commander Brie on the ship.”

“And she wasn’t a ‘hostile mind’?” Gelsk riposted. 

“Of course not!” Luke exclaimed, shocked. Yet, at that very moment, he felt a cold hand squeeze his heart. Something…

“So the Force you trusted, turned out to be leading you astray?” Gelsk wondered, exchanging glances with Takapaju and Madine. The first nodded, the latter frowed, tapping his fingers in vexation on the table.

“It could seem so…” Luke admitted, trying hard to pinpoint where the Admiral was heading with his questions.

“Could seem so?” Gelsk’s brow creased. “You’re not sure?”

Luke swallowed hard. “I’m still convinced there must be a good explanation.”

Several of the present mumbled in surprise, and Luke noted that Leia was pressing her lips tight together. Gelsk leaned forward, studying Luke intently. “Commander Skywalker. You trust this… Force thing. Don’t you?”

“I do.” 

“So much that you set your reason aside when you believe the Force commands you to?”

Luke frowned. “Yes. No. The Force doesn’t ‘command’ me, Admiral Gelsk. But it tells me things. It has done so through four years, and until now it has never been wrong.”

“Never?”

“Not once, Admiral. First time I trusted it was when it told me when to fire at the Death Star, and since then, I’ve done my best to learn to follow the fine hints it gives.”

Gelsk made a dismissive gesture. “Please. We do know of the Death Star. You’ve had your moment, but that was four years ago, one has to move on…”

Luke glared but Riekaan broke in, voice alleviating. “I take it that some of the hints the Force gives, are rather subtle?”

“They can be. Very subtle, actually.” 

Takapaju spoke for the first time. “But the presentiment that made you throw the grenade, wasn’t subtle, was it?”

“No, sir. It was quite clear.” Luke lifted his chin a fraction, defiance worming into his mind now.

“Would you still follow the lead of the Force, no matter what?” Gelsk demanded.

Was that was this was about? Was the High Command doubting the Force? Did they want Luke to dismiss it, abandon this way, obliging him to follow plain reason instead? For a moment Luke wavered. That could seem reasonable enough, the recent events into consideration. Yet… 

The Force was the path that had been laid for Luke. His destiny. He’d accepted it and taken it upon him to learn and develop his abilities. He could no more leave that path than he could have followed Vader that day at Bespin.

“I would, sir,” he maintained. “I understand that it can sound questionable in the light of what’s happened. However, as I said earlier, I’m sure there is an explanation to all this, we only need to find it.

Takapaku and Gelsk murmured. People shifted in their chairs. Mothma lowered her head, gaze fixing on the polished steel table. Ackbar leaned in. “You told us, Commander, that the Force ‘went out’ somehow, that you felt it like you lost the connection. Could you explain more about this? ”

Always subconsciously trusting towards the Mon Calamari Admiral, Luke did his best to answer the question. “It’s a bit hard to explain. I’ve never experienced it before, nor have I heard about anything like it. It was a bit like… like all lights had gone out. Except that it was only my Force sense that went out, not any of my other senses.” 

“And you are absolutely sure that the connection was back again in the moment you launched the grenade. That you threw it on an impulse by the Force?” 

That was, in fact, was Luke had been desperately asking himself, wondering again and again if he hadn’t been mistaken at this very point. But there was no escape. “I am, Admiral. The Force had been back only a fraction of a second and I didn’t have time to extend my sense on anything else but the sensation was very clear: there was an enemy and if I didn’t take her out I would die.”

“Her?” Gelsk’s voice cut through at a high pitch.

“Sir?” 

“You said ‘her’?”

Luke faltered. “Sir, I… I know now that it was Commander Brie I fired on. It’s not… easy to find appropriate words when talking about this.” What am I doing?

Gelsk’s eyes narrowed. “Is it true that you had a quarrel with Commander Brie the evening before you went onto the mission?”

Luke stood a second speechless.. “No. That’s not true. I... Where do you have that from?” he finally managed.

The Admiral sidestepped the question completely. “But you were in a relationship?

“We… Yes. We’ve been for two weeks.”

“I see. So the first romance was beginning to falter, reality closing in already…?”

“Admiral, I don’t think this is appropriate. We don’t discuss personal isses here.” Mon Mothma broke in.

“No Chief Mothma, I understand that.” Gelsk replied. “But may I point out to you that Commander Skywalker has actually made this a personal issue. By constantly drawing upon this ‘Force’, a personal ability that he claims to have and that no one can charge him for, he has put himself supposedly above others and made his motives unquestionable… How can we trust him, unless he at least in all other ways is untarnished? And the past days, even before this ‘accident,’ there have been rumours…”

A shocked Luke couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “What rumours?”

Gelsk glanced at him without a hint of empathy. “People in whom Commander Brie has confided have told their version of your relationship. And those versions are not as rosy as the lustrous facade would indicate…”

“What? Wait! What are you insinuating?” Luke had a feeling that the very floor he was standing on was falling apart under him.

Gelsk’s voice was almost insulting “I’m not insinuating anything yet, Commander Skywalker. We are still investigating here.”

A sudden beep from a comlink interrupted him. Mon Mothma checked the message on her datapad, then spoke up, voice tart and glancing shaply at Gelsk though she directed her words to Luke. “I think we’d better stop for now. Please remember, Commander, we are not suggesting anything at the moment. We are grateful for your cooperation and we will continue this investigation. We will contact you again shortly.” She looked straight at Luke, face softening into a kind, if still reseved smile. “You look like you still need some rest. Please, take my advice and get some.”

For a moment Luke stared straight into her steady, blue gaze, his mind a wild blur. Then he gathered himself. “Thank you, Chief Mothma. Sirs, Ma’am, Princess Leia.” He saluted and left, forcing himself to walk straight and calm out of the room.

Mothma turned to Admiral Gelsk. “That was uncalled for, Admiral. And I advise you to use a respectful tone in the future. We are investigating what happened in a tragic accident, not accusing Commander Skywalker of anything.” She looked at the others. “We will continue here in three hours.”

*

When Leia, pale and haggard, left the ready room, Han was waiting for her in the room nextby. He tugged her arm impateintly. “What’s the matter? What’s happening?  Is the kid in trouble again?”

Leia nodded wearily.“Yes, Han. He is in trouble again.”

* * *

Luke staggered out of the ready room and took the turbo lift a floor down to the Mess, then had to stop and lean against a bulkhead . His mind was swirling at full speed, but unable to make any sense he could use. Mothma was right, he needed more rest. And some food. Pulling himself together with great effort he re-started towards the Mess.

Someone was closing up from behind, and Luke realized it was Han. The Corellian’s alarm practically screamed out from his Force aura. “Hey kid…”

“How much did you hear?” Luke muttered without turning. 

“Nothing. Uh well, Leia told me some of it, but I didn’t stop long to listen…” Han admitted, coming up and around to face him. “Look kid, it’s not that I distrust you or anything, but maybe you should try to watch your mouth a bit here. If you keep insisting that it was the Force that told you to throw that thing when you did…”

“Then what?”

“Well,” Han weaved. “Then they’ll believe you’re whacko or something…”

Luke glared angrily at him. “Thanks a lot, Han!”

Han extended his arms. “Hey, I’m not the one making that up. I’m just sharing a useful perspective here.”

Luke looked aside, gritting his teeth. “And what do you believe, Han?”

The Corellian shrugged lightly. “Kid, I know you’re whacko, knew it from day one. That’s one of the main reasons I like you, actually. Maybe ‘cause it makes us such great partners.”

Not able to resist Han’s ever goodhearted sympathy, Luke had to smile. “Yeah, right. Two nutcases…”

Han grinned. “No, I meant one nutcase and one genius, but… ” he grew serious again. “Hey, Luke. Always remember to trust your gut feeling. Your own. No matter how whacko you might look. After all, if you don’t trust yourself then what have you got? That’s what I say anyway.” He broke off as they entered the Mess…

…and several men blocked up their way.

No one said anything. They just stood there, blocking the passage, all staring at Luke. Han tensed and he gave his friend a quick glance, unsure what to make of the situation. 

Luke lifted his chin and gave Han a little push at the elbow, ushering him aside but Solo only took a few steps, then stopped, glancing in anticipation from one to another.

Luke spoke up, his voice measured. “Whatever you guys have to say, can we get said so I can go eat?” 

The party, mostly techs or supply staff judging from their fatigues, exchanged nervous looks and long seconds ticked by before any one willed himself up to speek. Finally a mechanic starting to go bald opened his mouth.

“We’ve been talking, Skywalker. Talking a lot. None of us is happy to see you here after what you did. So we think you should find another place to eat.”

A murmur started and rose, people starting up from their seats and to see what was happening, most of them looking at loss.

Han opened his mouth to launch out, then remembered his responsibility towards Leia. She was in High Command – obliged to remain neutral – and he was her...well, he was hers at any rate. What was he supposed to do in this situation?  He hesitated and peeked back at Luke who stood quietly, eyes intent on the speaker.

Excited further by the charged atmosphere the mech spoke again, this time not hiding his contempt. “You’re not welcome here. We don’t like people who throw grenades at their girlfriends. So why don’t you bugger off.”

Luke tensed. “Is that what this is about? You think I threw that grenade at Shira on purpose?”

“Well, didn’t you? Didn’t you know she was inside the shuttle?” the man challenged and Luke’s protest froze on his lips. Before he could find a retort, another man continued. “You and she had a fight the other night, didn’t you? We know ‘cos she told some of her friends. She was worried. Wasn’t sure she wanted to be with you anymore after the way you treated her.”

“Shira was a great girl,” a third growled. “She deserved better than some whacko Jedi using his ugly tricks against her.”

Luke straightened, shaken to his core, but forcing himself to push those feeling away to be dealt with later. “When I flung that grenade I was sure there was an enemy on the shuttle. I didn’t know Shira was in the fire zone. And yes, it was the Force that told me to throw it. But I’ve got no idea what fight you’re talking about. Shira and I were doing fine. And when she comes back to herself she’ll tell you all the same thing.”

“Oh yeah? And if you were doing so fine, why do you think she was so worried she had to talk to several people about it?” the balding man quipped.

A cold lump weighted in Luke’s belly but he willed his voice to stay calm. “Well, she sure didn’t speak to me about it and since we didn’t fight, you must excuse me for not listening to loose rumors.”

“This isn’t a rumor, Skywalker, this is what she said to people I know, and it was bad,” the balding man insisted, but another man muttered, “C’mon Milo, we’re not sure that’s exactly what happened.”

Luke gazed at them, hard. “Last time I checked we had the same enemy; the Empire, and that should be our enemy still. If we can agree on that, I think you should step aside and let me get something to eat.”

Several, if not most of the men seemed to falter, a few of them starting to step back, but the man they’d called Milo was only enraged further by Luke’s words.

“Sounds like you don’t count cheating on your girl as a problem,” he snorted. “But I’m here to tell you, it is to the rest of us. And some even say you used that Force of yours to push her around.”

“What?” Luke’s composure finally cracked at the accusations put to words. He stared at Milo, unwilling to believe his ears. “That’s too far out! Shira can’t have...” Couldn’t have…

“That’s what she told some friends anyway,” Milo insisted, eyes blazing. “And she had marks on her wrists too. What went wrong, Skywalker? Had your fun and got tired of her, moved on to the next already? We’ll see how much faithfulness you’ll be showing her when she walks out of the medbay as cyborg – loverboy!”

Desperation, pain and doubt finally boiled over inside Luke at those last words. Without another thought he took a step forward and swung his fist towards Milo. The tech dropped like a mynoch.

Han didn’t waist another second but threw himself at Luke, partly to hold him, partly to get in between him and the others. “Easy, buddy!”

A few others also stepped out, apparently in the same business, glancing nervously about but most bystanders backed away. Two of them helped Milo to his feet. The tech was furious. “Did you see that?” he shouted, pointing at Luke. “No one decks Milo Fourstar that fast! He musta used the Force. He’s a sorcerer! How can we trust a man like that? He might even be in league with Vader!”

“Hey!” Han shouted angrily. “Wait a minute!”

There was a motion in the crowd and Mess Chief Golly appeared, deep furrows on his forehead. “I’m sorry, Skywalker, but I think you’d better leave. I’m sorry this happened.”

“Yeah,” Luke murmured. “So am I.” He turned to leave but when Han started to follow he shook his head. “No, Han. Thanks. I think you’d better stay clear of me.”

“Hey!” Han started again but Luke put a hand on his arm. “Talk to Leia first. I’ll be in my cabin.”

He turned and walked away, and Han was left to stare at the door where he’d disappeared, oblivious to the murmurs and questions.

